Blood supply of the parathyroid gland from the superior thyroid artery.
There is considerable controversy about the arterial supply to the superior parathyroid glands. Knowledge of this blood supply should be important for the surgeon performing thyroid and parathyroid operations. The purpose of this investigation was to document whether the superior parathyroid glands receive their blood supply from the superior thyroid artery. We injected contrast material into the superior thyroid artery in 52 cadavers and determined the arterial blood supply to the parathyroid glands by using a dissecting microscope. The upper parathyroid gland was identified in 51 instances and the upper and lower glands in 26 instances on the side of injection. Of 92 parathyroid glands identified, 57 glands (62%) had a single artery, 26 (28%) had two, and 9 (10%) had three or more arteries. In 9 (45%) of the 20 cases specifically examined, a distinct anastomosing branch was identified between the inferior and the superior thyroid arteries, from which the upper parathyroid artery arose. Our study documented that the superior thyroid artery almost always supplies the upper parathyroid glands. Forty-five percent of the subjects had a distinct anastomosing branch between the superior and inferior thyroid arteries, which should be kept intact at operation to preserve the upper parathyroid function. One third of the parathyroid glands have two or more parathyroid arteries.